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Muslim Youth in France:  An Identity Crisis

“My father was a Muslim, but I am a Parisian.” 


These words describe the unusual and even paradoxical position of many young Muslims in France today.  Many are finding themselves unable to fully identify with either their immigrant parents or the modern French culture in which they have been raised.  Some define themselves as Muslim in name only, while others seek an identity and a political voice in the fundamentalism of “mosques” in store basements.  It is somewhat ironic that France, the most secular of all European states, is home to the largest Muslim population in Europe—estimates range from five to seven million—and that Islam, which is perhaps the most determinedly public of all religions, is the second-largest faith in this country of laicite.  The combination of Islam and France is, in many ways, an example and a test of how Islam will mesh with the greater Western world.  If France can relax its prejudices and adapt its dogma of laicite in its relations with Muslims, and they in turn can develop an identity that is both Muslim and French, they will offer a model of compromise and understanding to all other Western countries. 

The current position of Muslims in France in many ways hinges on their history within the country, almost all of which has happened in the past thirty years.  Up to the 1970s, France related to the Muslim world through colonialism.  For much of the 19th century and even into the 1960s, France occupied the countries of Algeria, Tunisia and Morocco in North Africa.
  Many Muslims in France find their roots in these countries, as they supplied the first major waves of immigration in the 1960s.  When France, in response to the economic depression of 1974, chose to stop all immigration other than “family regrouping,” the Muslim community solidified and became more visible as male workers brought in their wives and children.
  Today, therefore, many of those who could be termed “Muslim youth” are second or third-generation immigrants, only recently removed from their homeland yet accustomed to and in many ways identifying with French culture.  At the same time, some of their families still believe and act as if their residence in France is only temporary,
 because Muslim jurists “all agree that it is a bad thing for Muslims to remain under non-Muslim rule, the principal disagreement being…whether emigration is commanded or merely recommended.”
   

Some of the youth born and raised in France, therefore, find themselves in a doubly strained situation, feeling they are “outsiders” and not quite attached to French society even though it is the only one they know.  Though their parents and grandparents may have tales of life in the old country, and may still be devout Muslims, these youth have been brought up and educated in a thoroughly modern European society, with a secular state and school system, among peers many of whom do not identify with their way of life.  These Muslim youth, therefore, must learn and decide not just how to be Muslims, but how to be French Muslims.


One of the main concerns of youth anywhere is the struggle to find and establish an identity, both as an individual and as part of a community.  This self-identification process, however, can be a major problem for French Muslim youths. They are confronted with many barriers.  They may find conflict within themselves, as they either accept or reject their parents’ notions of Islam, as well as pressure from without.  Though Islam within France is composed of a wide variety of people groups, this does not deter the media, government, and popular culture from attempting to define and neatly contain a so-called “Muslim community.”  Yet, as several Islam scholars have pointed out, 

In France, properly speaking, there exists neither an Arab community nor an Islamic community in the real sense of the term, instead there is a withdrawal into their shell of the casualties of the integration process (i.e. young urban Arabs) and various strategies to project a sense of community on to a Muslim population which does not see itself as such.

Several recent events, namely the 1989 “hijab incident” in France, the Gulf War, September 11 and the War on Terror, as well as last year’s government banning of the hijab in schools, have brought an increasing focus on Islam in France.  As they observe their country’s attempts to define Islam, French Muslim youths struggle to find their own definition and identity.  For large numbers of them, Islam has failed to provide them either a religious or political identity.  Therefore, they are using it in their own way, to create a new kind of “Muslim” cultural identity.


For most Muslims around the world, the concept of a “religious identity” cannot be separated from any other part of their identity, for Islam is more than a religion, it is a way of life.  In the ideal Islamic state, church and government are inseparable, and religion permeates and dictates all the little events and activities that make up each day.  Yet France, with its now 100-year old principle of laicite, or secularism, demands a strict separation of church and state that has affected the public and private expression of Islam in numerous ways.  The French government and its ideal of laicite have set up the basic contexts and conflicts that young French Muslims are dealing with today and will have to face in the future.

In pragmatic terms, laicite means that Muslims cannot get government funds to help them build mosques and that young women are banned from wearing headscarves, or hijabs, in state-funded schools.  Yet these are only a few expressions of a confused or obscured Islamic political identity in France.  When young Muslims look to politics, they see a government that will not acknowledge or cannot connect with them.  One example of this is the French government’s 20-year attempt to structure a Muslim national council, a kind of advisory board to mediate for Muslims. It was finally formed in 2003, but experienced equivocal success at best.  Muslim congregations around France voted in the 50-member council.  Yet the most popular moderate group, which was allied with Dalil Boubakeur, the rector of the Grand Mosque of Paris, won only two seats.  The most radical organization took fourteen.
  This reflects a problem that Oliver Roy pointed out almost ten years earlier, which is that those who attempt to represent and speak for Islam in the governmental sphere are generally the most radical and have the least to do with the largest number of Muslims.  There cannot be an effective Muslim lobby, Roy claimed, because “these ‘mediators’…make use of their government-sponsored legitimization to try…to impose themselves on a ‘community’ which in fact has little interest in who represents it.”
  In general, those who most desire to speak up for Muslims as a group have their own separate agenda and are unlikely to be reliable communicators. And the BBC has recently observed that lately it seems “young, anti-secular and at times, radical Muslims speak much louder than older and more moderate community leaders.”
 

Moreover, as many modern scholars have pointed out, “there is no single Islamic community but a number of ethic communities”
 in France, and the government therefore cannot approach Islam as a special-interest group.  This problem of under- or misrepresentation in the government makes it difficult for young Muslims to find any sort of fixed political identity, especially since the government, through the creation of those councils and most recently the ban on the hijab, seems to be continually and awkwardly straining to assign one to them.  


There may be some positive political development, however, in a growing movement into politics on the part of Muslims in France, one that has sprung up naturally and reaches beyond the idea of an artificially-created “Muslim community.”  In an article that declared 2004 the “year of Islam,” IslamOnline.net celebrated the elections of two French citizens with North African origins into the upper house of French parliament.  Alima Boumediene Thiery, of the Green Party, and Bariza Khiari, of the Socialist Party, were voted into the Senate in the September 26, 2004 elections. (The same article also claimed that 50,000 people converted to Islam in 2004.)
  Even over ten years ago, scholars noted that “several hundred French of Maghrebin [North African] extraction are now municipal councilors and they refuse to see themselves confined to ‘immigrant’ problems, declaring themselves no different from other French citizens.”
  These brief facts seem to indicate that French Muslims are finding their own ways into politics, and that perhaps young Muslims determined to vote may soon be able to find a voice that echoes their own.  

What exactly their own “Islamic” voice is, however, is unclear.  In terms of a religious identity, young French Muslims have a choice of three different paths.  There is, of course, the option of a moderate Islam, that which does not clash with French ideas of secularism yet continues to practice its beliefs on an individual level.  Some people feel that this group represents the bulk of Muslims, as a recent BBC article stated, “most of the main mosques in France preach a moderate form of Islam to the country’s five million Muslims.”
  Others, however, fear that there is a high degree of polarization in French Islamic youth.  Michael Radu, a terrorism expert at the Foreign Policy Research Institute in Philadelphia, said last year that young Muslims in France are dangerous because they are split in half.  One side appears almost identical to non-Muslim peers, but “the other half pose a real problem.  They reject the French identity.  They reject their immigrant parents’ national identity. They see themselves not as Frenchmen but as Muslims [and are] very vulnerable to recruitment by radicals.”
  

These young people are petite bourgeoisie, as Bruce Lawrence terms them, “the estranged urban dwellers who continue to have attachment to rural roots and premodern values…potential Islamic fundamentalists are petits bourgeois in search of a purpose from the meaningful past to preempt the uncertain future.”
  These youths, unsatisfied with their parents’ lack of religious zeal, and shocked at the excesses and immoralities of the world around them, may very well look to another type of Islam for answers.  And, much to the disappointment of the French, they are finding resources and outlets for their beliefs.  In 2004 France expelled several imams because they were preaching contrary to French law or supporting fundamentalist Islam and therefore a security threat.
  Some French leaders fear that these were not isolated incidents and are, in fact, characteristic of a religion that, without support from the government, can hide radical imams and potential terrorist Islamic communities.  Former French finance minister Nicolas Sarkozy has consistently voiced his belief that the French government, in its own best interest, ought to provide money for mosque-building.  Sarkozy, who is eying the French presidency, last year published a book entitled The Republic, Religions, Hope.  In it he challenged the French law of laicite and reiterated his belief that Islamic extremism would grow in clandestine meeting-places in France if Islam were not given money to establish legitimate mosques.
  

Nor are underground mosques the only danger.  In the age of technology, the Internet is playing a major role in Islamic fundamentalism among youth, and some believe radical Islamic websites are a more dangerous trend, some of which urge violence and repudiation of the Western world.  Gilles Kepel, an Islam scholar and member of the French commission which recommended banning the hijab, says these websites are gaining a frightening popularity:  “If you are a cybernaut, you now have much more influence over young Muslim minds than a scholar who has spent 40 years studying the traditions.”

Although young Muslims in France may have radical imams clamoring for their attention, a great many are choosing to fade out of their religion almost entirely:  “for many young Arabs the customs relating to Islam represent a cultural token, occasions for celebration, a folklore.”
  Oliver Roy, in his analysis of Islam in France, observed that because many Muslims are now beginning to see themselves as permanent French citizens their attitude toward Islam is also changing.  They are beginning to identify with it as an ethnicity rather than as a life-dominating religion.  This group of young Muslims may very well fall under the “moderate” label applied from without by the press and the government, since they do not allow their religious practices, however few, to clash with French society.  

Some scholars, in fact, find young Muslims to constitute the least-religious Islamic group in France:  “Individual observance is minimal among young people,” says Roy, explaining that the ban on alcohol, insistence on halal food, five daily prayers and the pilgrimage are often the first ceremonies to be neglected, and that  

Minimal observance consists of asserting that one is Muslim, adhering to the principal rites of passage (circumcision, reciting the fatiha at the marriage ceremony, and burial), not eating pork, and fasting in Ramadan (for at least three days).  The latter is frequently the only individual rite observed by young people and the last to be abandoned.

Jim House supports this assertion in his essay, explaining that “The fourth and numerically largest category, especially amongst young people, concerns those adopted the label Muslim as regards socio-political identity [and] tends to surface at times of international conflict (for example the Gulf War).”
  These youth might not identify with Islam or the Muslim world except when they feel it is being threatened from without, and France’ general public disapproval of the American war in Iraq could be considered an example of this.  


This confusion and blurring of both political and religious identity among French Muslims meets and gains momentum in the cultural sphere, where both the government and the mosque assume key roles in the young Muslim’s attempts to determine who he is and to discover a way to communicate that identity to his peers.  For many Muslims, Islam has become their primary cultural identity and serves little other purpose.  Scholars of Muslim communities in Europe emphasize “the marginality of Islam for the (grand-) children of primary immigrants from North Africa, and…the rarity of the decision to become a practicing Muslim.”
  In addition, there is a “decline of Arabic among younger generations in favour of French,” and Arab or Islamic identity

 finds expression in a sphere pertaining more to ethnic than to religious identity:  preserving a sense of identity in one’s children (giving a Muslim first name), outward respect for Islam, identity with the Arab world (as in the Gulf War), and support for Third World issues in a way that is entirely compatible with recognizable left-wing positions in France. 


Yet, no matter their personal decision about Islam, many young Muslims are finding themselves more—and negatively—associated with the religion that may play very little role in their life.  The issue of the hijab, or headscarf, is an excellent example of the way political and religious Islamic identity have developed in the cultural sphere.  In 1989, three young women were expelled from their French high schools because of their hijab,
 and this incident brought international media attention to the position of Muslims in secular France.  The issue of whether students ought to be able to wear the hijab, and whether or not this constituted a violation of laicite, bubbled and boiled on the surface of French politics until last year when the government officially banned the hijab from state schools.
  Though Jewish skullcaps and “large” crosses were also banned, some felt that the law was solely and unwisely passed because of growing fears of Islamic fundamentalism in France.  Muslims and non-Muslims in France and across Europe responded to the ban with massive protests in the streets, and Western observers said “Chirac has decided upon—or been misled into—making a mountain out of a molehill.”
  This was because, among France’s approximately five million Muslims, a survey showed that no more than 1,250 hijabs were making an appearance at secondary schools across the nation.
  It seemed that targeting the hijab would not only frustrate and alienate the few young women who chose to wear it, but would also send a message of disapproval to the Islamic community as a whole, and would be very unlikely to have much of an effect on the existence or growth of cells of Islamic fundamentalism.  French government officials, however, justified their action.  Jerome Riviere, the deputy of Jacques Chirac’s ruling UMP party, said that the ban was a response to the way a small minority of radical Muslims were challenging France’s secular nature:  “We have to give a political answer to what is a political problem…We don’t have a problem with religion in France.  We have a problem with the political use by a minority of religion.”


Yet, some would term France’s law an outgrowth of “Islamophobia,” a recently-coined term that describes the fears of individuals and societies who are more or less ignorant of and unsure how to respond to growing numbers of Muslims around them.

In the face of a religion that does not fit as easily into laicite as French Catholicism or Protestantism, and that has little to do with European history and values, some French natives respond with stereotypes and prejudices.  They may feel that their European identity, or the national identity of France, is threatened by Islam: “the protection of ‘European identity’ (never defined and hence posited in simply oppositional terms which is where the immense stock of historical hostility to Islam comes in) means that the conflation of ‘ethnic’ and ‘religious’ belonging is then made into a stereotype.”
  Arzu Merali, a worker for the Islamic Human Rights Commission, in an article for the BBC explained that in general, the West views Islam as out of touch with the modern world:  “Islam and its practice have become synonymous with self-imposed backwardness which needs modernity – a.k.a. Western philosophical and political progress to make its adherents acceptable members of society.”
  What makes Islamophobia an acutely French problem, however, is the fact that laicite is in many ways the state religion, the faith most French have grown up with:  “The French revolution, while having started a process of descaralising religion to some extent, in turn made sacred the politico-religious settlement of secularism, which became the ‘state religion’.”
 

Many French, then, are not only particularly aware of Islamic fundamentalism because of post-9/11 terrorism, but feel their belief in the principle of laicite is being threatened by Muslims.  Therefore, they have and continue to react to Islam as an “unknown” religion by stereotyping or inaccurately labeling Muslims, or by passing laws to push Islam out of cultural consciousness—at least visibly.  One British Muslim girl studying in France last year said, “I think in England I feel more comfortable and respected for being Muslim than perhaps the French do.  When I went to Paris, everyone would stare in a way they don’t in Manchester or London.”
  Even some French intellectuals have publicly declared their scorn for Islam.  For example, best selling French author Michel Houellebecq said recently that Islam is “the most stupid religion,” later explaining “I have never displayed the least contempt for Muslims.  But I have as much contempt as ever for Islam.”  Additionally, Claude Imbert, the founder and editor in chief of the newsmagazine Le Point was quoted as saying, “To be honest, I am somewhat hostile to Islam.  I am not embarrassed to admit that.”


Young French Muslims have responded to this cultural hostility and stigmatization in a variety of ways.  While some continue to “go along to McDonalds, listen to rap and speak French,” maintaining “a few ‘festive’ observances within the family,”
 others respond with visible and extreme measures, such as the French schoolgirl Cennet Doganay who shaved her head in response to the ban on the hijab last year.
  In a culture that seems to be rejecting Islam, many young French either reject it themselves, or take a more reactionary path.  


Some of these reactionary Muslims have surfaced in the major cities of France.  This group is found primarily in urban zones, where they may have been relegated to a kind of Islamic “ghetto” and respond to perceived racial barriers and social discrimination with petty crime, violence and quasi-religious demonstrations (perhaps such as head-shaving).  These individuals are known as beurs, and although they are called or perceived Arabs or Muslims, they are truly neither.  Their culture, in fact, “has virtually no Islamic constituent.  It is a subculture that functions along the lines of popular culture by pirating the dominant culture.  Hence rebuilding an identity is based essentially on a code of behaviour or posturing borrowed piecemeal from the host society.”
  These young French citizens, feeling they lack both religious identity and political recognition, in addition to feeling economically disadvantaged, seek to create their own cultural niche.  Therefore, they may speak French, wear French clothes, listen to French music, and rarely if ever enter a mosque, yet at times steal cars, break windows, or even demand special recognition of their Islamic status.  Yet,
The ‘Islamic demands’ that sometimes emerge from these young beurs—changing the times of classes during Ramadan, for instance—are not evidence of reconversion to Islam but rather a form of deliberate provocation, which is directed particularly at the school administration and teachers, with little attempt at coherence.  For these youths what matters is not wresting a guarantee of conditions for religious observance in school but an occasion to make a gesture of refusal by laying claim to what has been presented for ten years and more as the greatest threat to France, the presence and practice of Islam.


In their simultaneous fascination with and repudiation of French culture, these young “Muslims” demonstrate the cultural identity crisis among their peers.  Unwilling and—perhaps partly because of Islamophobia—unable to seamlessly blend into the greater French society, they react by defiantly producing their own culture, one that rejects their parents’ identity as well as the current of popular society.


While the beurs might be considered a societal nuisance and a problem localized to urban ghettos, they are motivated by the same factors that can lead other youth to turn to fundamentalism.  Whether located in cities or the suburbs, these (petit bourgeoisie) “may be poor and disenfranchised, but more often, they have experience a breakdown of traditional expectations:  obtaining the rudiments of secular education, either unknown or denied to their parents, they also seek better employment.”
  These youth, who are particularly susceptible to Islamic fundamentalism, are not necessarily poverty-stricken ghetto-dwellers.  Driven by the “vision of the dispossessed,” this mostly male group “are not only urban but upwardly mobile…they have become scientifically professionalized.  One may characterize them as fervently Qur’anic, patriarchal, ascetic, and anti-Western, but they are, above all, unemployed or underemployed.”
  Not only is this group aware of its existence on the outskirts of modern French society, it also may bear resentment for economic or societal barriers, in addition to essentially disapproving of the modern, dissipated and secular—infidel—culture in which they live.  A desire to change the society around them is a natural outgrowth of both their history and their view of the future.  Devout Muslims believe that, 

“in any encounter between Islam and unbelief, Islam must dominate.  That is why mosques must overtop non-Muslim places of worship…[and] it is the duty of a Muslim, wherever he may be, to bring faith to the unbelievers.  Islam, unlike Christianity, has no professional missionaries, but assigns this task to all Muslims alike.”
  

For the believing Muslim, Islam must and will in the end prove its superiority to the infidel world and all other forms of religion.  But while some Muslims expect this to be fulfilled on the day of judgment, “There are some who follow this argument to its logical conclusion and maintain that an authentic Muslim life is only possible under a Muslim government.”
  These extremists are the kind who might seek to overthrow a European government and replace it with an Islamic state, and these are the Muslims the French government particularly fears.   

Muslims who are attracted to radical and politically-motivated Islam appear to have a wide variety of options from which to choose.  The range of fundamentalist Islam in France is difficult to determine, but three quarters of France’s 1,200 current imams are not French, and a third of them don’t even speak French,
 making it likely that many of these are not in touch with or friendly to France, its government or society.  Muslim scholars in general, some observers say, are ill informed about the basic tenets of the Christian faith and unwilling to discuss Christianity, rejecting it out of hand rather than entering into interfaith dialogue in Europe.
   Additionally, there is the presence of the Muslim Brotherhood, whose “longer-term aims…tend to attract young, well-educated Muslims due to the vaguely utopian promise that modernity will be Islamised.”
 

There is, therefore, a growing fear in France that radical Islam is festering in unofficial underground mosques and fed by the extremist websites mentioned earlier.  This fear finds an expression in laws such as the hijab ban, but such a response only appears to be fueling the dissatisfaction and possible extremism young Muslims feel toward their now-home country.  Unless they are more widely welcomed and understood by France—both in government and society, as well as by other religions—young Muslims may very well fragment into groups of varying degrees of radicalism.  The French government cannot deal with Islam, nor expect it to react, in the same way as Christianity and Judaism.  Nor can the French overzealously apply laicite wherever they feel threatened by Islamic fundamentalism.  Otherwise, young French Muslims, unable to find a specifically political or fully religious identity, will continue to identify themselves with a “cultural Islam” that is particularly susceptible to fundamentalism and even terrorism.  Muslims are seeking to become a part of French society, and for their mutual benefit France must respond in kind, and kindly.  
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